Mental health in familial caregivers of Alzheimer's disease patients: are the effects of chronic stress on cognition inevitable?
Familial caregivers of Alzheimer's disease (AD) patients experience an emotional and physical burden which characterizes a chronic stress condition. The resulting hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis dysfunction favors an imbalance of neurotoxic/neuroprotective factors and causes cognitive impairments, increasing the caregivers' risk for cognitive decline and compromising their ability to provide adequate care of the patient. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the reversibility of the cognitive impairments of familial caregivers of AD patients during their caregiving-related chronic stress condition. Thirty-three caregivers (61.42 + 2.68 years; 27 women) and thirty-four controls (57.91 ± 2.16 years, 20 women) were evaluated for their cognitive functioning (attention, executive function, processing speed and memory) with a neuropsychological battery (Digit-span, Trail Making, Stroop and the Logical Memory tests). Subjects' cortisol/dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) ratios were determined by radioimmunoassay, and their brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) levels were analyzed by ELISA. An incidental contextual memory task, with or without an associative encoding instruction, was used to investigate if caregivers have a cognitive reserve prone to rehabilitation. The contextual memory impairment of caregivers was associated with prefrontal and hippocampal cognitive dysfunctions, alterations of the cortisol/DHEA ratio and lower BDNF levels. Even so, the contextual memory impairment could be improved by the associative encoding condition. This study suggests that the cognitive impairments of caregivers are not necessarily irreversible, as indicated by the results obtained for contextual memory, which could be improved despite the ongoing chronic stress and associated hormonal and neurotrophin dysfunctions. Lay summary The support of a relative with Alzheimer's Disease submits the familial caregivers to a chronic stress condition that increases their own risk of cognitive decline. This study suggests that, irrespective to their alterations on cortisol/DHEA ratio and BDNF levels, caregivers have a cognitive reserve that could probably be engaged to limit the negative effects of chronic stress on cognition.